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Abstract: This conversation asked participants to inquire about the skills and competencies of those engaging in the practice of design for policy. We discussed the professional background and training of people currently working as ‘policy designers’ and
the knowledge and abilities these designers contribute when developing and implementing public policies, services, and governance. Likewise, we aimed to bring together practitioners and researchers to debate the implications of creating specific disciplinary profiles and how this can shape career paths within public administration.
During the conversation, participants offered a set of mindsets, skills, and knowledge
that they deemed relevant to the professional practice of policy designers and provided insights into developing an academic curriculum for their training.
Keywords: design for policy; policy designer; design education; public innovation; professional design; policymakers

1. Set up and context of the conversation
In 2018, the UK Cabinet Office opened a ‘Policy Designer’ position for their ‘Policy Lab’. Under the role’s specific qualification requirements, the call stated that “[a] degree in a designrelated discipline is preferable, but not essential” (Cabinet Office, 2018). According to a recent study, in the UK, “[t]here are now about 4000 designers working in central government
– mostly interaction and service designers but a growing number of “policy designers” and
even government’s first “speculative designer”” (Whicher, 2021, p. 264).
As the interest in design for policy grows, there has been increasing demand for capacitybuilding programmes for ‘policy designers’ (Whicher, 2020). However, as a relatively novel
design specialisation, a policy designer’s skills, knowledge, and competencies are still very
much in flux. Based on interviews with government, academics, and UK government job descriptions, Whicher (2020) suggests a framework of the required skills of a policy designer
that includes practical skills, knowledge, and mindsets. On the other hand, she asserts,
“[t]here is limited formal education in design for policy and thus a skills mismatch between
supply in universities and demand in government, which is growing” (Whicher, 2020, p. 8).
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For instance, in 2020, the UK’s Government Digital Service (2020) launched an introductory
course on ‘content design’. Since then, the UK Government has outlined the skills required
to be a content designer (Central Digital and Data Office, 2020). This shows that, at least in
some contexts, the government has not only defined the skill set of these professionals but
has also developed and provided training to ensure that they can help in tackling current
public issues.
As designers have gained space in government ranks (Junginger, 2013), the intersection between public innovation and new capacity-building requires exploration from an educational
perspective. With the rise of innovation spaces in governments that promise to shift the
state of affairs, or at least start to steer the administrative apparatus to enable preferred futures, the circumstances seem to be favourable to consider how to train designers otherwise
to respond to the complexities of public bureaucracies.
These innovation offices aspire to carve space to envision and devise novel forms of creating
public policies and implementing them through enhanced or digitised public services. Thus,
as design thinking, systems thinking, and service design become central to their operations,
trained designers become crucial contributors to making sense, exploring, and prototyping
such programs and services. Moreover, design education has the potential to spearhead a
transition toward disciplinary hybridity, where hard and soft skills are developed with equanimity in the classroom and not in high stake professional environments such as government
offices.
Capacity building has become a pivotal asset of these spaces: getting civil servants acquainted with design methodologies and methods, but also designers have found themselves with the opportunity to practice in new forms that do not require them to solely think
about their final users as consumers or as users but as citizens. On the other hand, the introduction of design in the public policymaking process has been associated with the adoption
of specific ‘designerly’ mindsets, namely, ‘user-centredness’, ‘co-creation’, and ‘exploration’,
instead of attached to the use of specific design methods (Vaz Canosa & Prendeville, 2019).
Moreover, considering citizens’ agency, with rightful access to digital and analogue public
services, must be accessible and operative because of democratic and equity principles (Bonsiepe, 2006).
Furthermore, research indicates a need for specific design tools and techniques for intervening in the public sector and specific design training programmes to equip policymakers with
the appropriate skills and mindsets (Vaz Canosa, 2020). Likewise, design research has been
acknowledged to play a role in public policymaking by developing new situated understandings of public issues through the role of design as a mode of inquiry (Vaz Canosa, 2020).
However, it is unclear the extent to which professionals engaging in design for policy possess
the appropriate design research skills and expertise.
To gain an understanding of these issues, we utilised the ‘skills, knowledge, and mindsets’
framework as a proxy to gauge the professional abilities and value that policy designers
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bring with them. Furthermore, to accommodate all delegates, we conducted the conversation in a hybrid format, with over 33 delegates participating in person at the Elhuyar room in
Bizkaia Aretoa and five joining online via Zoom. Likewise, to ensure the smooth integration
of all participants, one of the convenors facilitated the session online whilst the other did it
in the room (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Conveners presenting the initial provocations.

Similarly, to make the most out of the allocated one and a half hours, we structured the conversation as follows:
•

Introduction (10 minutes)
o Convenors’ introductions
o Introduction to the conversation’s aim and provocations

•

First group discussion: Policy designers' Skills, Knowledge, and Mindsets (30
minutes)

•

First plenary discussion: Groups share their main takeaways (10 minutes)

•

Second group discussion: Design for policy syllabus (30 minutes)

•

Second plenary discussion: Groups share their design for policy syllabus ideas (10
minutes)

The online and on-site participants engaged in a discussion facilitated each by one of the
conveners. However, whilst the online participants discussed openly and directly with the
convener, those on-site were separated into smaller groups of between five to six delegates,
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and the convener moved around the groups taking notes and making comments to foster
the discussion. During this initial group discussion, delegates were invited to exchange about
the skills, knowledge, and mindsets that designers working in the policy realm have or
should have.
After each group shared with the plenary their main points, more time was allocated for the
groups to brainstorm an ideal ‘policy designer’ curriculum. In facilitating this stage, convenors used excerpts from existing courses from various universities addressing or touching
upon design for policy described in the next section of this paper. In addition, a syllabus template was used to organise the conversation around items such as ‘course description’, ‘objectives’, ‘learning outcomes’, and ‘required texts’.
Once again, after the groups discussed the syllabus internally, there was time for a plenary
debrief. In this general conversation, various aspects of what is necessary to do the job in
practice versus what an educational approach would look like were confronted.
Convenors facilitated the exchange throughout the conversation by inviting delegates to
comment on the different discussion points and posing questions for reflection based on the
current design for policy syllabi.

2. Who are these ‘policy designers’ again?
2.1 The aim of the conversation
The aim of the conversation was to help delegates frame the discussion in a way that would
provide tangible examples of skills, knowledge, and mindsets that policy designers could
benefit from and would be needed for someone in such a role. Because the overall goal was
to provide ideas on how this practice could connect to a pedagogical outcome, this part was
highly relevant, acknowledging the hard and soft skills that can be fostered within a classroom setting and become useful for learners in a pedagogical design environment. These environments may be higher education settings but can also be framed under ongoing professional development, online learning, and further skill acquisition. In groups of up to six delegates, participants were asked to discuss the skills, knowledge, and mindsets that policy designers require. To complete this task, the groups were given A4 sheets of different colours
(see Figure 8), which would help the conveners analyse the conversation’s outputs later.
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Figure 2. Slide utilised during the conversation to ask participants to discuss the required Skills,
Knowledge, and Mindsets of policy designers.

2.2 Provocations
Provocation 1: asking an AI image generator for policy designer images.
As stated in the introduction, designing for policy or becoming a policy designer is still an
ambiguous nebulous position. In order to start the conversation, delegates were prompted
to think about what came to mind when the term was brought up. When giving an AI image
generator the prompt “a policy designer during an ideation workshop”, it reverted a set of
nine images of people working with sticky notes on tables or flipchart paper sheets (see Figure 3). These workshop-like environments resembling ideation or affinity mapping sessions
raised the question of who gets to be in these spaces, as most of the depictions showed
what seemed to be caucasian professional individuals.
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Figure 3. AI-generated image using the prompt “a policy designer during an ideation workshop”.

Provocation 2: Job postings
In order to give conversation participants more specificity about how the “policy designer”
nomenclature has been used in practice, they were presented with two job descriptions of
previous job postings.
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The first from the UK Policy Lab in 2018 was seeking someone proficient in design skills and
innovation. In that case, it was made relevant that practical design skills were to be used together with connecting to expert communities, facilitation and prototype development. The
call for a policy designer within the EU Policy Lab was more recent, published in 2022, and
focused on participatory processes and reframing policy issues while also mentioning design
skills. Design skillsets such as visual communication, development of prototypes and use of
design methods for research are present and become relevant when used in this context to
uncover ways of doing things differently.
Policy Designer position at the UK Policy Lab (September 2018):
“Reporting to a Senior Policy Adviser/Designer in Policy Lab, you will bring your design
skills to a range of innovative projects which meet the complex needs of policy teams
across Government.
You will:
o

Manage a range of projects with departments where you will bring design, data
and digital tools to policy teams - helping them to design policy around the lived
experiences of those affected

o

Commission external experts (e.g. ethnographers, data scientists, service designers) and manage their input into projects

o

Be on the lookout for new tools, techniques and approaches (‘next practice’) that
can be brought into government

o

Use your practical design skills to improve the Policy Lab's suite of tools, techniques and communications materials

o

Organise workshops and ‘sprints’, including: agreeing outputs and outcomes; setting the agenda; preparing materials; facilitation

o

Produce high quality outputs for Policy Lab projects, including creating clear and
visually compelling project reports and presentations

o

Support the creation and testing of prototypes in policy delivery environments,
making physical, digital and speculative mock-ups of policy ideas

o

Support the Lab’s wider learning agenda: helping other civil servants to understand and use new ways of working”

Cabinet Office (2018).

Policy Analyst – Designer position at the EU Policy Lab (February 2022)
“A position as Policy Analyst – Designer who will contribute to deepen the integration
of JRC scientific advice into policy making in the EU.
The new colleague’s responsibilities and tasks will include:
o

Provide conceptual support and novel perspectives to conversations on policy.

o

Design and lead participatory processes using fit-for-purpose methods, tools and
artefacts
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o

Harvest and communicate results from knowledge-gathering and sense-making
process.

o

Develop and test prototypes of novel solutions to processes and procedures.

o

Contribute to a strong visual culture complementing verbal reasoning with visual
thinking.

o

Communicate findings and reflections around design for policy by participation in
conferences, social media, publishing, etc.

o

Promote the use of design as a tool to support policymaking processes.

o

Develop new ways of communicating complex policy issues

o

Define terms of reference and prepare calls for tender.

o

Supervise contract performance and evaluate outcomes.”

Joint Research Centre at the European Commission (2022)

Table 1 shows the participants' responses to the question of the necessary mindset,
knowledge, and skills that policy designers/design for policy professionals should possess.
Notably, no definitions of the concepts of mindset, knowledge, or skills were given to the
participants.
Table 1 Participants' responses to policy designers' required mindsets, knowledge, and skills.
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Mindsets

Knowledge

Skills

Empathy

Situated and specific
knowledge

Empathy

Systems approach

Systemic thinking

Systems thinker

Fresh perspective

Outsider perspective

Conflict management

Neutral

Data & criticality

Distance & avoiding bias

Flexible

Timelines

Flexible

Tolerance

Global culture

Consider the needs of various
stakeholders

Accepting that for some
people, it is not easy to
participate

Engagement facilitation

Ability to create safe spaces

Cultural sensitivity

Cultural awareness

Context awareness

Sense-maker

Pattern identification

Sensemaking

Learning orientation

Gap theory & practice

Knowledge building

Imaginative

Speculation

Speculative approach

Political awareness

Political system – democracy process

Know how to perform design
interventions in public space

Creative process / experimentation

Design

Design (an add-on)

Who designs for policy?

Listening

Communication

Communication

Participatory approach

Appreciative enquiry

Co-design methods

Patience

Diversity of methods
and tools

Social skills

Openness

Where to look for possibilities

Creating a comfortable atmosphere

Optimism

Policymaking

Understanding & meeting objectives (stated + hidden)

Team oriented

Anthropology

Critical thinking

Interdisciplinary

Ethnography

Risk assessment

Divergent/convergent
thinking

Historical context

Simplifying complex issues

Disruptive

Legislation

Knowledge transfer between
disciplines

Resilience

Data research

Transparency

Selflessness

Information synthesis

Courage

“Visualness”

Aware of one's own privileges

It is noteworthy that the conveners collated some of the participants’ responses as some
concepts repeatedly appeared across the groups in varied forms:
•

Mindsets
o Empathy: "Empathy", "interested in people", "curiosity towards others", "engagement of certain citizens or vulnerable groups".
o Openness: “Openness”, “Open-mindedness”, “Inclusivity”, “non-discriminatory”.
o Optimism: “Optimism”, “Motivation to effect change”.
o Commitment: “Engaged”, “Long commitment”, “Commitment to change”.
o Resilience: “Endurance”, “Resilience”.
o Curiosity: “Curiosity”, "Learning orientation”.
o Participatory approach: “Acknowledge the need for codesign”, “Participatory
activities”.
o Political awareness: “Motivated in policy making / Political sensitivity”,
“Awareness of change in the political landscape”.
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•

Knowledge
o Policymaking: “Policy”, “Policy process in itself”, “Technical knowledge about
policy process, rules, terms”.
o Situated and specific knowledge: “Situated understanding”, “Local context”,
“Deep understanding of context & the society & their experiences”, “Cultural
and context knowledge”, “Contextual knowledge on the topic” “Lived experience of policy issue”, “Knowledge about the issue”, “Understanding societal
issues”, “Awareness”, “Stakeholders”.
o Political system: “Political system”, “About organisation, political agenda, regime”, “Power structures (to identify entry points for change)”.

•

Skills
o Empathy: “Sensitive”, “Empathetic”, “Humble, attentive, listening, respectful”.
o Communication: “Communicating in a commonly understandable language”,
“Effective communications”.
o Speculative approach: “Speculative methods”, "Promoting speculation”.
o Information synthesis: “Synthesising different information”, “Synthesising
many inputs”.
o Knowledge building: “Capacity to update knowledge”, “Gathering/knitting
knowledge”.
o Context awareness: “Audience aware/literate”, “Awareness of local issues –
user groups, NGOs”.

Provocation 3: Curricular activities
As a third provocation, participants were shown examples of Design programmes that have
started to merge policy topics in their curriculum and develop courses that focus on designing for government, designing for policymaking and implementation environments, and public transformation from a systemic perspective.
For example, the Design for Government studio course at Aalto University in Finland creates
the space for students to explore design methods and collaborate with public sector workers
amongst other stakeholders to develop design proposals for change (see Figure 4). The description of the master's in service design at Lucerne School of Art and Design makes an explicit connection between service design and a policy context as, they describe, “services become key elements in policy implementation” (see Figure 5). Finally, the programme at Glasgow School of Art in Design Innovation and Transformation Design characterises skills acquisition as “strategic thinking with hands-on exploration” with an application in a diversity of
areas, including politics (see Figure 6).
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Figure 4. Screenshot of the Design for Government description, studio course offered at the Creative
Sustainability graduate programme at Aalto University in Finland. https://dfgcourse.aalto.fi/about/

Figure 5. Screenshot from the Master in Service Design description from the Lucerne School of Art and
Design (2022)
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Figure 6. Screenshot from the Design Innovation and Transformation Design master’s programme at
the Glasgow School of Art (2022).

2.3 Design for policy syllabus
Combining the previous provocations and under the skills, knowledge, and mindset umbrella, we encouraged participants to converse in smaller groups about potential syllabi that
would help prepare future designers for policy or policy designers. As conveners, we presented three profiles we have encountered in practice and professional settings where designers practice in the realm of policy. The first has been a complete incorporation into the
civil service, where they practice as civil servants focusing on design and design methods implementation. The second is through design agencies sub-contracted to help foster those
skills within the public sector or to carry the development of projects with a design-led focus
as that agency or office does not have the possibility to incorporate people with that expertise. Finally, designers in the public sector also participate as independent consultants, implementing their expertise in distinct projects or services.

12

Who designs for policy?

Figure 7. Slide utilised during the conversation to suggest three professional streams for design for
policy.

Figure 8. Participants’ notes in colour-coded paper sheets according to Knowledge (green), Mindsets
(magenta), Skills (orange), and their proposed design for policy syllabus (yellow).
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Figure 9. Participants sharing their group discussion with all attendees.

3. Reflection on conversation
The first part of the conversation focussed on the mindsets, knowledge, and skills of those
working in design for policy. The proposed framework is based on Whicher’s (2020) characterisation of the ‘policy designer’ (see Table 2). The decision was two-fold. On the one hand,
it was deemed comprehensive enough as it considered soft and hard skills for policy-agnostic designers. Conversely, it allowed for direct comparisons between the conversation’s results.
Although it is unclear how many participants were familiar with her report, it is noteworthy
that the conversation benefited from international attendance, which might indicate that
not all participants share the same understanding of what a policy designer is or the skillset
they should have to possess. Likewise, and as previously mentioned, the conveners did not
establish a definition of mindset, knowledge, and skills. This is apparent in the responses
provided by the participants (see Table 1), where, for instance, some concepts presented as
a mindset for some were considered a skill for others (e.g., ‘Systems approach’, ‘Systemic
thinking’, and ‘Systems thinker’, respectively as mindset, knowledge, and skills for different
groups).
Table 2. Policy designer skills Whicher (2020).

Mindset
Agile and flexible*
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Policy Designer Skills
Knowledge
Producing high quality written advice, reports and
presentations

Practical skills
Design, data and digital*

Who designs for policy?

Working iteratively

Lifecycle perspective (endto-end development and delivery)
Put users first and manage
competing priorities

Presenting to senior decision-makers in a clear and
engaging way*
Building and maintaining
relationships*

Policy development and delivery

Complex problem-solving
(identify and understand
problems, analyse and cocreate appropriate solution)*
Facilitating workshops and
sprints with people of all
backgrounds*
Leading multi-disciplinary
teams*
Synthesise diverse perspectives of stakeholders and
users*
Commissioning external experts
Creating and testing prototypes in policy delivery environments
Capacity building in usercentred policy design
Visualising complex data*

Align user research and policy intent with delivery (understand user and government needs)*

User research*

Comparing Tables 1 and 2 show an overlap between the mindsets, knowledge, and skills of
policy designers as identified by Whicher (2020) and the conversation’s participants1.
Though the conversation-generated table will require further refinement, it is apparent that
the participants considered a much larger set of mindsets, knowledge, and skills the policy
designers should have. However, it is interesting to see the recurrent mention of specific capacities (be them mindsets, knowledge, or skills) such as political awareness to be significant
policy designer’s attributes, whereas this, for instance, does not appear in Whicher’s skills
list. Despite the coincidences, further research will be required to validate the need for
those capacities captured in the conversation that are currently not mentioned in the literature.
Through the guided provocations, the conversation led to a more in-depth discussion about
what a design for policy syllabus would look like. Groups first discussed the audiences they
would want to engage, the type of profile and professional development people may want
1

The overlaps have been indicated with an asterisk (*).
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to follow, and the hard and soft skills needed for the role. Although one group even considered courses for children, the majority aimed their design for policy courses at postgraduate
level students. Similarly, the issue of experience in the public space was prominent. Whereas
some groups considered policy experience a pre-requisite, others included internships and
placements as part of the curriculum.
Although the time limitations did not allow for a more in-depth argumentation for all the
groups’ decisions, some inferences can be drawn from the recommended readings included
in their respective syllabi2:
•

Kimmerer, R. (2013). Braiding sweetgrass: Indigenous wisdom, scientific knowledge
and the teachings of plants. Milkweed editions. **

•

Moore, M. H. (1995). Creating public value: Strategic management in government.
Harvard university press. *

•

Machiavelli, N. (1532). The prince. *

•

D'ignazio, C., & Klein, L. F. (2020). Data feminism. MIT Press.

•

Costanza-Chock, S. (2020). Design justice: Community-led practices to build the
worlds we need. The MIT Press.

•

Howlett, M. (2019). Designing public policies: Principles and instruments.
Routledge.

For instance, the repeated inclusion of Kimmerer’s Braiding sweetgrass might be a testament to the participants’ emphasis on the need to embrace different perspectives and develop situated knowledge when designing for policy. Similarly, Moore’s Creating public value
might indicate the participants’ push for a strategic approach to government management
that focuses on what citizens and their representatives should demand from public administrations. Lastly, when considered jointly with the participants’ claim that policy designers
should be politically aware, it can be understood that Machiavelli’s inclusion as part of the
required readings aims at developing this awareness and savviness.
A participant mentioned, “We started to talk about an ecosystem of policy designers where
we do not believe there is only one type of policy designer, but it is really complex and a
team effort because we are called to tackle complex issues”. The practice of designing for
policy creation and implementation continues to seem broad and expansive, for which thinking of multiple profiles that need to be professionalised is relevant to the discussion of
where the area is heading.
Soft and hard skills were not only discussed as part of the syllabus, but a recurring theme
was shifting the current mindset of how policy and design can be combined to pursue alternative and different outcomes. A mindset where a systemic perspective is brought in was

2

The asterisk (*) indicates the number of times the title was mentioned by the groups in their respective syllabi.
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mentioned repeatedly. Moreover, it was also recognised that there is an emotional and personal toll when working in environments where design is considered the new tool in the
toolkit and where outcomes and consequences may be unexpected. A participant shared
that “how to deal with negative feelings when dealing with not positive outcomes” [sic] is
part of the practice. Learning how to manage personal, institutional, and external –stakeholders’– expectations and tolerance for failure becomes an intrinsic part of an alternative
mindset where predetermined outcomes with little room for error and change are the expected and, therefore, the norm. In a similar vein, a number of participants stressed the
need for designers working with public services, policy, and governance to be politically
savvy. Again, this was reflected in the groups’ inclusion of Machiavelli’s The prince as required reading in their proposed design for policy syllabi.
This becomes even more meaningful in spaces where not only are the expectations
grounded in definiteness and certainty, but that is the mainstream expectation. The public
realm is fundamentally a place where the public expects certitude and measured management of public finances, leaving little room for exploration and openness. Dealing with these
different aspects at play in the public sector requires a certain optimism. A group of participants stressed that beyond methods and skills, having an optimist mindset was as essential
to undertaking public challenges: “Having an optimist mindset. Even though you need to
have the knowledge and have a distance [of the issue] and balance that, you have to believe
that what you are proposing is actually going to have an impact”. Interestingly, ‘optimism’
has been highlighted in the literature as a designerly mindset (Dosi, Rosati, and Vignoli,
2018).
There is an understanding that even if different key actors within the public realm are interested in exploring alternative avenues and approaches to create and implement policy, the
current system has not been created to foster innovative methodologies, methods, and
mindsets. Not only are designers constrained by the current rules and system, but so are
policymakers who largely operate in path-dependent settings. On this, a participant commented, "[Policymakers] are also victims of the system; they have a lot of pressure”. This
pressure creates an unsusceptible environment for exploration but a push for speedy and
shiny results.
Furthermore, the participants highlighted the ability to negotiate the procedural hurdles of
the policymaking process as a key requirement for proficient policy designers. In addition to
the need for political savviness, this suggests that policy designers should be well-rounded
political beings who understand the bureaucratic intricacies of the context where they operate. However, the participants also recurrently indicated that policy designers should remain
“neutral”, keeping a certain distance, and avoid bringing their biases. Although this might
sound common sense, especially when considering these policy designers as civil servants, it
seems to position their role as mere technocrats. Although this is a point that requires further investigation and reflection and that was not explicitly addressed during the conversation, it seems to be at odds with some of the literature suggested for the syllabi, which aim
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at providing the designers with a heightened sense of awareness about specific societal issues and agency in their design work (e.g., Costanza-Chock's ‘Design justice: Community-led
practices to build the worlds we need’).
In sum, the conversation led to participants sharing localised endeavours with the development of programmes and courses related to designing for policy. The practice of policy design is emerging; as such, practice, methods, theorisation, and a pedagogical approach are
essential and still under development. With a growing relevance in the landscape of design,
formal, ongoing, and informal educational settings will require people with field experience
to frame the practice and theory. There is also a need to recognise the challenges that a
practice, which encourages social change, may bring about on a personal and professional
level.

4. Conclusion
The intersection of design, policymaking, and implementation was a popular and recurring
theme at DRS with tracks, workshops, and conversations dedicated to the topic. As a growing practice, there is an interest in methodological applicability, the development of ideation, sense-making, prototyping, and evaluative methods and knowledge transfer (a pedagogical framing of the practice). However, this conversation uncovered that as important as
hard and soft skills are or as essential knowledge in methods implementation is, there is a
deep need for a reflection of what a mindset shift entails for designers in public institutions.
This shift will impact personal ways of engaging with the work as well as collective practice
endeavours.
Acknowledgements: The authors would like to thank all DRS2022 delegates who joined
the conversation both in-person and online.
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